Temporal changes in the use and results of exercise echocardiography.
Limited data are available regarding changes over time in referral patterns and outcomes of non-invasive cardiac stress testing. Our aim was to evaluate the temporal changes in the use and results of exercise echocardiography in our area of reference. A total of 12 339 patients referred to our unit for exercise echocardiography between 1997 and 2012 were included. We divided the 16-year period into four quadrennia and evaluated the changes in clinical data, results of the tests, referrals for invasive management and outcomes. We observed a gradual decrease in the frequency of detection of myocardial ischaemia from 35.3% in1997-2000 to 25.4% in 2009-12 (P < 0.001). There was also a progressive increase in the prevalence of cardiovascular risk factors and in the frequency of non-ischaemic chest pain and dyspnoea, while the proportion of patients with prior myocardial infarction and non-interpretable electrocardiograms declined. The rate of referral to coronary angiography within 6 months decreased from 24.8% in 1997-2000 to 19.6% in 2009-12 (P < 0.001), but the rate of coronary revascularization remained almost unchanged (13.1 to 11.7%, P for the trend = 0.16). We also observed a progressive decrease in the 1-year mortality rate from 3.4 to 1% (P < 0.001). Over a 16-year period, there was a gradual decrease in the frequency of myocardial ischaemia among patients referred to our unit for exercise echocardiography, which was parallel to changes in their clinical profile. However, this was not accompanied by a significant reduction in the rate of coronary revascularization.